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Gary A. McGaha, Ph.D. 
President, Atlanta Metropolitan State College 
 
 
You have the distinction of being the first African-American to obtain a PhD from the 
University of Mississippi.  Was that the first African-American to obtain a PhD overall or 
the first to obtain the degree in political science?  
 
 I was not the first African American to receive a Ph.D. from the University of Mississippi 
but, I was the first African American to receive a Ph.D. degree in Political Science…There had 
been other PhDs earned in other disciplines.  There were people who obtained them near the time 
that I did, in small number.  There was one in particular individual who was a good friend, Dr. 
Grover Barnes who went on to get an MD from the University of Minnesota, after he received 
the Ph.D. in 1975 at Ole Miss.  I was also able to teach political science at Ole Miss. I had the 
full teaching responsibility for a class each semester during my first year there teaching 
American Politics and Introduction to Political Science.  It was an interesting and enjoyable 
experience.     
 
What influenced you to pursue political science, and what made you want to obtain a 
doctorate degree? 
 I’m a student of the Civil Rights Movement.  I finished high school in 1968.  That was 
one of the most significant, if not the most significant year in the 20th century.  There were so 
many game changing decisions made at that particular time.  And then of course there were the 
assassinations of Dr. Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy as well. But, the focus on the 
body politic of this country at that time was very, very clear and that focus influenced my 
decision. I wanted to study as much as I could about what was transpiring and why.  Becoming a 
political scientist was something that I immediately said I would do in high school, because it 
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gave me a chance to get deeper into the whys and the why nots.  After getting into that and 
seeing the things I observed, I wanted to dig deeper.   
 My motivation for going to school came from my parents and my grandfather. However, 
my grandfather, Issac Marcus McGaha, who was born in 1877, was my most impactful 
motivator.  He met his grandfather who was an African slave who had earned his freedom. 
Education was embraced by the African slave, his son Issac Willie C. McGaha, the first African 
American McGaha to be born free in America and by my grandfather. All three strongly 
encouraged and supported getting an education because they firmly believed it was the only 
thing that whites could not take away from blacks.  I drove my grandfather to conventions, 
association and church meetings from the time I was 12 years of age and our conversations 
always included discussions about the importance of an education. I was influenced immensely 
by those conversations.    
 That African slave purchased his freedom prior to 1850, and one of his sons who settled 
in Rienzi, Mississippi, my hometown, purchased a 160 acre family farm in 1899 that remained in 
the family until 1990’s. I still own a small portion of the farm.  We grew up on that farm with my 
grandfather’s siblings and their families and we had a great deal to embrace and wrap our arms 
around.   
What challenges did you have to overcome in obtaining your doctoral degree? 
 Well, to do the work was intriguing, which I was really motivated to do.  I was blessed.  
My dad was a one hundred percent disabled veteran who was still able to do carpentry work on 
his own.  We received funds under the GI bill to go to undergraduate school. In addition, I had a 
full scholarship to Mississippi Valley as a percussionist in the marching band.  I was able to 
graduate from undergraduate school magna cum laude.  I received a full ride to Bowling Green 
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State University for a master’s degree. I decided to attend Bowling Green because I was 
inquisitive about what higher education was like at a northern university. The program was very 
high in quality and professors were very exceptional. I was awarded a Graduate Teaching 
Assistantship which covered the cost of attending the institution. However, Bowling Green did 
not offer the Ph.D. in Political Science. My plans were to attend Ohio State or Brandeis for the 
Ph.D. and I had applied and was accepted to both programs. However, my father became ill and I 
decided to return to Mississippi and enroll in the Ph.D. program at the University of Mississippi 
(Ole Miss). I had a Teaching Assistantship the first year I was at Ole Miss and a Research 
Fellowship the second year which paid much better than the Teaching Assistantship. The 
financial resources from the assistantship and the fellowship permitted me to focus my attention 
exclusively on academics.  I was not invited to come to Ole Miss. But, I was treated fairly.  I had 
a great experience academically with some world class faculty members at Ole Miss which was 
gratifying and enjoyable. The relationships developed during that experience are still very 
important to me and my family.  
 
Who or what motivated you to achieve excellence in your life and career?  Who inspired 
you to become a leader?  Who were the people who significantly influenced your career 
choices and how did they influence you? 
 
 It goes back to my small community.  My grandfather was quite influential in terms of 
encouraging me to achieve excellence. I was recruited by several institutions my senior year in 
high school.  I had already applied to become a part of the marching band at Mississippi Valley 
State University (MVSU).  A professor by the name of   Dr. W. A. Butts came to my high school 
to give the Career Day Program address which was shortly after  Dr. Martin Luther King, [Jr.] 
had been assassinated. He gave an address entitled, “I Too Have a Dream.”  He was the first 
African-American I had met with a Ph.D.  He electrified that high school.  He simply touched 
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everybody, and he inspired us all. I said, “I want to be like that guy.”  I had already decided to go 
to Mississippi Valley, but I decided that day that I wanted to major in political science.  He was 
Dean of the Liberal Arts Division at Mississippi Valley, and Chair of the Department of Political 
Science.  He had a PhD in Political Science from Southern Illinois University.  I took as many 
classes as I could from him.  He was a very compelling and difficult teacher.  He became like a 
father figure to me.  While I was in graduate school he became president of Kentucky State 
University and he invited me to be his Administrative Assistant. He had been there a year by the 
time I completed the requirements for my degree.   
 Dr. Butts was a member of the 1890 Land Grant Council of Presidents and he served as 
the Secretary Treasurer for that organization. Those presidents were giants in higher education.  
As his Administrative Assistant, I was provided with an opportunity to sit at the feet of those 
institutional presidents which included; Alabama A & M University, Alcorn State University, 
Fort Valley State University, Kentucky State University, Tuskegee Institute and the presidents of 
other institutions who were also phenomenal. I was 26 years of age at that time, and it provided 
an unprecedented opportunity for me to meet and converse with those academic and 
administrative giants which clearly positively impacted and helped to shape my perspective. In 
addition to serving as the Administrative Assistant, I also served as Chair of the History and 
Political Science Department, as Associate Vice President for Academic Affairs and was offered 
the Vice President for Academic Position, which I declined because I had agreed to accept an 
administrative position at Morehouse School of Medicine. 
That’s some important history.  I don’t know if that group is still meeting.  Certainly, a 
gathering like that is still needed… 
  
 I left Kentucky State University to come to the Morehouse School of Medicine in 1983.  
We then were looking down the road, predicting what would happen and trying to envision how 
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those institutions could become stabilizers in our communities on a long term basis. We talked 
about creating a vehicle – that those institutions could use to train chief academic and chief fiscal 
affairs officers to help keep historically black and minority serving institutions afloat long term.  
As we looked at the few schools that were having challenges at that time, they were always in 
academic affairs or fiscal affairs.  There was an organization at that time that the presidents could 
use for those purposes called NAFEO – the National Association for Equal Opportunity in 
Higher Education.  We noted that NAFEO institutions should be the vehicles used as a training 
ground for chief academic and fiscal affairs officers. We had the wherewithal at that particular 
time to recruit students from high school, and put them in selective undergraduate and graduate 
programs at our respective institutions so that when there was a need for someone in Academic 
or Fiscal Affairs, we could reach into that pool and pull them forward. Those individuals would 
already be oriented and would understand the DNA of those schools.  That didn’t happen, and it 
was a mistake.  Just look at where we are right now.  Every time you see a HBCU having an 
issue, it’s either in academics or fiscal affairs.  That was an idea that we proposed back then, and 
which was probably 1978 or 1979.  Just take a look at Knoxville College, Mary Holmes College, 
Morris Brown College and Paine College and go down the list. There’s still time to do what was 
proposed but, we don’t have forever to prepare for a war. We need to do a better job of 
preserving and protecting the academic and fiscal stability of HBCU’s and minority serving 
institutions.  
 
After becoming the president of what was then Atlanta Metropolitan College, you have led 
the school through significant changes, growth and transformation.  What would you say 
are your most significant achievements?  What have been your greatest challenges as 




 My most significant achievement clearly was making Atlanta Metropolitan State College 
a baccalaureate degree granting institution.  Doing that against the back drop of the Atlanta 
University Center (AUC) and Georgia State University was not an easy task.  But, I was blessed 
to have worked at Morehouse School of Medicine and to have spent a number of years in the 
AUC, and to be in this community. I understood what was going on. Being able to get the 
baccalaureate degree status is clearly one of my most significant achievements.   
 Another achievement was being able to help position AMSC to assist with closing the 
opportunity divide that exists in Atlanta. Many people are now beginning to talk about this 
divide. Atlanta is a tale of two cities; the void between the haves and the have-nots is wider here 
than at any other place in the nation.  It has all to do with education and not race.  It impacts the 
races, but it’s all about education.  This institution is the bridge, the major vehicle that can be 
used to help close the divide. Those are immense accomplishments. Positioning AMSC to be 
recognized as an equal partner in higher education is a third accomplishment which was not easy.  
People used to tease and say AMSC was the thirteenth grade, or you go there when you can’t go 
anyplace else.  But, now Atlanta Metro is not just a member institution, it is an academic leader 
in many regards.  There are seventeen institutions in the University System of Georgia offering 
the associate degree, – that’s among nine state colleges and eight universities offering the 
associate degree.  We have the highest graduation rate for the associate. Our graduation rate is 
65% higher than the graduation rate for the University System of Georgia for the Associate 
Degree. The baccalaureate degree is still relatively new and we are doing quite well. AMSC has 
also become a major pipeline for identifying youngsters, who would otherwise never have a 
chance to get a college education. Following the May 3rd 2019 commencement, AMSC had 
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awarded more than 3,800 degrees to mostly Atlanta residents who otherwise would not have had 
an opportunity to acquire college degrees. 
 
What you offer at Atlanta Metropolitan is unique.  I don’t believe you can duplicate what 
you have here anywhere else in the metropolitan area. 
 
 Not with the academic quality that we offer.  If you follow our guidelines, a student can 
start and finish a baccalaureate degree for less than $17,000 and you can leave here going to 
work, medical school, law school or graduate school.  What we are also doing now is offering a 
premiere dual enrollment program which is expanding and growing. During the May 3rd 
commencement, I also awarded 11 associate degrees to students in the public school systems 
who went on to become juniors at AMSC or other universities right out of high school and they  
have saved two years. We have more than 200 students in the Dual Enrollment program which 
speaks to the importance of this institution and how it is clearly a major force in the Atlanta 
community.   
Higher education in the United States is facing a number of serious challenges.  For the 
past decade tuition and fees have annually increased at rates 3-4 percent higher than 
inflation. The cost of a college education is considered by some to be outpacing the growth 
in well-paying jobs.  Also, about a third of students at 4-year colleges fail to complete their 
degrees within six years.  The dropout rate is much higher at 2-year colleges.  Furthermore, 
many employers complain that too many college graduates are poorly prepared for the job 
market.  Why do institutions of higher education fail to meet the needs of so many 
students? In your tenure as president what initiatives did you take which have had the 
greatest impact on student success? 
 
 We have been able to look very closely and zero in on the failure rate of students. As an 
access institution we look at how prepared students are when they arrive. The students’ 
preparation has all to do with how successful they will be once they are enrolled.  We are 
working with high schools offering pre-matriculation enrichment programs in the high schools 
and on this campus to ensure that once they arrive they are prepared to matriculate successfully.   
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 We also see that one of the standard components of quality in higher education is shifting 
and disappearing.  By that I mean you can talk to people now with degrees and you can’t 
determine that they have a degree based upon their conversation, and their use of the King’s 
English.  We use writing across the curriculum to ensure that students are being baptized in the 
correct way in terms of using grammar, writing, and thinking critically.  I have insisted that we 
use English teachers who are grammarians, who teach the fundamentals of good grammar and 
writing.  It is nice to have faculty members with the PhD because it looks nice on paper. 
However, having an English teacher with a PhD in literature with a focus on Chaucer or 
Shakespeare is not always a wise investment for an access institution. Grammarians with a 
Master’s Degree in English who teach the fundamentals tend to do a job which really makes a 
difference when it comes to successful matriculation at both the undergraduate and graduate 
levels.  
 In addition, we look at cost and try to hold them down. We are an access institution and 
our costs are the lowest in Atlanta. We try to not let students borrow money they don’t need.   
We have been able to implement a program that limits what students are permitted to borrow to 
cover the cost of attendance. This is a federal government called Experiment Six. I also 
implemented a new Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP) program which ensures that a student 
must complete at least two thirds of the courses that they enroll in with a minimum C average to 
continue to receive financial aid.  Those two things put some pressure on enrollment, but they 
produced much stronger students.   
 These are things I believe we should do collectively as a nation to reduce the 
deterioration of quality. We need to be more innovative and intrusive in directing students to go 
to schools they can afford so that the money last longer, and inspire them to take larger class 
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loads once they enroll.  We now try to require everybody to take at least ten hours of course 
work even if they are part-time students. Only taking a course now and again simply increases 
the cost, delays graduation and prolongs the time students are enrolled. These are the things we 
have done to address the issues you raised. 
Some schools charge what seem to be exploitatively high tuitions to students from low 
income families, and then those students end up with high debt loads that they will struggle 
to repay while the schools end up with very high default rates. The programs that you have 
implemented here can help to address this problem. 
 
 It’s unfair to the students for the institution not to take a leadership role in holding down 
costs.  We have workshops with community leaders and with parents to discuss these issues.  We 
encourage students to come in for orientation programs prior to being admitted, so we will have 
those discussions.  I could have increased the enrollment far more than what we have in the past 
three years.  But, I denied admittance or continuation to between one hundred fifty and two 
hundred students last fall because they simply were trying to live off the financial aid, and not go 
to school.  They had used up all of their Pell Grant money, which is free, and had not progressed 
academically or acquired the GPA to be classified as solid students. The only way they could 
have remained in school was with 100% loans.  Those were bad investments and I said no.  The 
students were told, you are welcome to come to school, but, you must pay and you have to build 
your GPA back up, and you have to take just one class at a time. As a result of Experiment Six, 
SAP and some other intrusive things we have implemented, the default rate at AMSC has 
dropped from 24 or 25% to 17% over the past five to six years. In addition, it is unfair to burden 
students with large amounts of unnecessary debt that they don’t understand. Many of these 
students are signing their hearts and souls away and creating debts they cannot pay back .  
Moreover, because of the opportunity divide that exists in Atlanta, I see institutions driving their 
vehicles to inner city of Atlanta admitting and enrolling students who come from homes where 
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they don’t have the meals that they need.  Many of them don’t live in environments that are 
conducive to study and they enroll in those institutions, and sign up for massive student loans 
just to get places to live and meal tickets.  Those schools are not good fits for where some of the 
students come from. In many instances two, three or four semesters later, those students are out 
of luck, they’re in debt, and they don’t have anything to show for it. All they have done is help 
pay the debt services on the residence halls where they lived at those institutions. They could 
have come to Atlanta Metro in the beginning. We have a larger percentage here of students who 
are transferring from other schools than any other institution and it’s because they have been 
literally – I won’t say taken advantage of, but they have clearly been misled, and they have this 
indebtedness without academic progress. We don’t to do that to students We say, “We love you  
but, it’s tough love.”  We will not let you borrow that kind of money, knowing you can’t pay it 
back, and you then have nothing to show for it.”  That is awful, but it is happening every day.    
African-American college graduates are twice as likely to be unemployed as other college 
graduates.  They are also over-represented in low-paying college majors.  Moreover, 
African-American college students frequently end up with higher student loan debts than 
other students and they have a much higher default rate (49% for African-Americans 
compared to 21% for whites) than students from other demographics.  What policy 
initiatives or programs would you suggest to address this situation?   
 
 We need to honestly tell students the best places to go, and encourage them as best as we 
possibly can to go to those schools that they can afford, that are accredited and that will willingly 
provide them with the support they need to matriculate successfully. We also have to push them 
into disciplines that we know will pay more.  Our first baccalaureate degree was in Biological 
Science.  We push the STEM (Science Technology Engineering and Math) initiative.  We also 
have some great partners like The Georgia Institute of Technology and we have an engineering 
transfer program with Georgia Tech. AMSC has a strong relationship with Tech, and maybe the 
strongest in the city.  We’ve had more than a hundred students go through Georgia Tech, and we 
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had more than one hundred students from Georgia Tech on our campus this summer at their 
request taking courses they asked AMSC to teach for them.  We do this because we want 
students to get into disciplines that are going to pay higher salaries, so they can better take care 
of themselves and their families.  By the same token, we push them to not borrow money that 
they don’t need while they’re in school.  The Experiment Six program that I mentioned a 
moment ago is a perfect example of a program that allows us to tailor what we permit students to 
borrow to the cost that we charge.  It prevents them from getting loans that they don’t need, and 
it drives them into directions that will make them more effective, and it gives them the chance to 
better take care of their families and get degrees in higher paying disciplines.  That matters a 
great deal. 
How do you push students toward the higher paying disciplines? 
 We push, pull and prod students to be successful.  We expose students to our science 
math and health professions disciplines.  We let them participate in things like the Lou Stokes 
Initiative that we have with Clark Atlanta [University]. We also talk to students about the fact 
that they can get a bachelor’s degree in a STEM discipline and start jobs with six figures. We use 
a variety of mechanism to expose students and familiarize them with high paying disciplines.  
Our recruiters talk about those things. Our dual enrollment students are required to go to the 
Research Day that we have on campus each year so that they can see other students in STEM 
disciplines in white coats explaining their research projects.  And they began to think that they 
can do these things as well.  We have a TRiO program which has a STEM component.  We use 
that program to provide assistance and motivate students to embrace STEM disciplines.  We 
expose them to those things, and many of them say that they did not know about it, or that those 
opportunities were available.  They simply weren’t aware of it.  We try to get them to do those 
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things, and it makes a difference. We are seeing now that they are beginning to embrace those 
disciplines. We just emphasize that STEM disciplines and that’s why our biological sciences 
program was our first baccalaureate program. We want them to not just become skilled artisans 
with a job, we want them to get science and math and other technological degrees that will 
permit them to do well.  These things are beginning to work, but we have had to push them 
because are not part of all of our communities.   
 Many people will say, “I cannot do Math very well, so why should I try” We have a 
couple of things we are doing on campus to change that type of thinking.”  We’re now requiring 
students to take the Math and the English their first year – it’s called the Momentum Year.  It 
doesn’t matter what your IQ may be in Math, we’ll help you get through that challenge. What is 
happening now is that we’re finding students who come here and say, “I can’t stand math,” but 
who then become Mathematics majors after working with our teachers and support staff. They 
simply had not been exposed to the right kind of teaching, and they had not been given the right 
kind of encouragement. We have to make sure that we balance our exposure to them, and 
balance means everything.  But, we sometimes focus more on the STEM disciplines because 
they pay better dividends in the end.    
There have been many changes in America since the 1960s, but racial disparities in 
socioeconomic conditions have not changed.  There is a huge racial wealth gap.  The 
median liquid net wealth for African-Americans is just $1,700 compared to about $116,800 
for whites. The net wealth for African-Americans is declining and will reach $0 in 30 years 
at the current rate of decrease.  There are also significant disparities in the criminal justice 
system where African-Americans are treated much more harshly than whites.  There are 
further disparities in access to appropriate health care and access to educational 
opportunities and so on.  Some would argue that systematic racism or white supremacy in 
the United States has continued unabated though under new guises despite the passage of 
civil rights legislation in the 1960s.  Would you agree with that argument?  In your view 
why have these disparities persisted?  What public policy proposals would you suggest to 




 Racism is alive and well in this country.  And unfortunately it seems to be increasing.  I 
must say that some of this is being unfortunately generated by signals and directives coming 
from 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.  It’s unfortunate to say that as a political scientist, but I am not 
going to lie about it. I’m surprised and disappointed that we are seeing a resurgence in the dog 
whistles some elected officials are using and we see them consistently in 2019.  But, there are 
things that we can do to address these issues.   
 The unfortunate continuation of racism is discouraging, but we can address the wealth 
gap, we can certainly address educational access, and we can also address the disparities in the 
criminal justice system. The wealth gap is basically related to education.  If you look at this city, 
as I said earlier the median income for a black family, you’re talking about the high teens or low 
twenties [in thousands of dollars] and for a white family its $86,000, and this has everything to 
do with education, not race.  So we have to simply educate more of our people.  We have to use 
vehicles like Atlanta Metropolitan State College to bring those things to fruition creatively.  We 
have done so with our seven day a week schedule through our Evening and Weekend College 
where people can work and still go to school – we have to do that.   
 In terms of the criminal sentence disparities, yes those things exist.  But, what we’re 
going to have to do is train police officers and judges differently.  We just created a new program 
that I put together with Dr. Larry Stewart.  We pulled criminal justice out of the social sciences 
division, and we have a new criminal justice police sciences institute.  That institute can address 
criminal justice issues in a diversified way, and it involves training people differently who will 
be the front line police officers, and hopefully judges.  We have some judges and attorneys who 
are teaching in this program who literally talk to the students about how to prevent them from 
being criminals going to jail, and how to handle people so you can literally equip them so that 
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they will not end up getting prosecuted and so forth.  Collectively, we are seeing this thing 
change.  We have signed agreements with several local police departments. From DeKalb 
County alone over the past four months we’ve had more than 800 police officers come to 
orientation programs here to position themselves to try to get into school. We’re doing 
something very similar with the Atlanta Police Department and Fulton County Police 
Department.  And we have requests from other counties.  What we are doing here is that we are 
changing the calculus on how we go about addressing criminal justice.  We’re calling it what it 
is.  There are disparities here that should be addressed.  It’s not fair that many of these young 
black guys are prosecuted and incarcerated just because of who they are.  So, we’re talking about 
a different approach to that of using community policing and a number of other things.   
 As far as the health disparities, education helps us to address those as well.  The more 
educated you are, the more likely you are to get access to healthcare.  As we continue to educate 
more people we will automatically increase access in those areas.  I did a paper on healthcare 
reform when I was at Morehouse School of Medicine just before I left in 1993.  That paper was 
sent to the U. S. Department of Education, to President Bill Clinton and to Vice President Al 
Gore. That was when Hillary Clinton was leading the effort in healthcare reform… I did the 
paper for the King Center during King Week.  When I was doing the research in Georgia there 
were 17 counties, in 1993, where African-Americans males did not live to be 65.  They worked, 
and just about the time they would have collected social security, they died.  They were dying 
from things that a primary care physician would be able to help them prevent.   
 So, to reduce those disparities we have to use education to make people more aware, and 
at the same time to give them the training that they need to get the jobs so that they can afford 
healthcare.  We have to push those things, and there has to be a massive attempt in our 
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communities where we come together including educated blacks like myself, where we lock 
arms and say, “We have to do these things to address health disparities.”  Now, we can’t move 
that dial all at one time, but we can move it.  We have to use the methods that I just mentioned to 
get that done.  Once we do that, we will see these things changing.  I believe that we will witness 
some major accomplishments in two years with the next election.  One or two people in the right 
position, a governor or a senator, can change the trajectory, and the acquisition of many of those 
things.  And I think we are positioning ourselves for those things to transpire.               
A study by the political scientists Martin Gilens and Benjamin Page in 2014 found that elite 
interests tend to have far more influence on outcomes in public policy than majoritarian 
interests.  Institutions which should serve the needs of the whole populace seem mostly to 
serve only the needs of an elite few.  This suggests a major crisis in American democracy 
and leadership.  Would you agree that there is a crisis in effective leadership in major 
institutions?  Is the dominance of elite interests simply inevitable, a matter of the Iron Law 
of Oligarchy?  What can be done to make our institutions more democratic and more 
responsive to the needs of the entire populace? 
 
 Well, there’s no question that these elected officials are catering to the people who 
elected them.  You look at their electoral base and you see that very clearly.  Elite interests are 
getting more attention because they vote more frequently.  Politicians recognize that, and that’s 
why they are getting some of the responses that they receive. The authoritative allocation of 
scarce values has always been what politics is about.  To me the best explanation of that in terms 
of a response is something that Hosea Williams said thirty five years ago, “You can’t beat a 
black bloc vote.”  You put those votes in place and every politician will listen to what you’re 
saying.  Our people simply are not voting.  They are not voting in larger numbers and that’s 
unfortunate.  It doesn’t take a great deal to change that because there is a shift in the body politic 
of this country.  You’re seeing this country become more brown, and that really frightens some 
in the majority population, because they know that the impact will be profound if you harness the 
people and get more of them to vote.  That’s the motivation behind voter suppression.  The idea 
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is to inspire people to vote, to teach them that they should, and to have individuals at these 
institutions reach out to them.  
 We want an educated population.  An educated population is a dependable population.  A 
population that is not educated, you can’t depend upon.  People vote more frequently when they 
are educated.  That’s what we need to do a better job of.  The numbers are there.  I need not talk 
about the gubernatorial election here in Georgia, but it could have been very, very different, and 
it probably will be the next time around because the numbers are there.  It’s a matter of putting a 
harness on the numbers. The late Reverend Hosea Williams called this “A black bloc vote.”  He 
contended that when the Black bloc is together, it is very powerful. However, it doesn’t have to 
be all black. The point to remember is that it is powerful and difficult to stop. People of color 
have to recognize that without our vote…and we are going to see a bloc vote because there are so 
many similarities in what the needs are across all ethnic, racial, gender and cultural lines. 
Clearly, we are seeing the elites control those allocations because they vote more frequently and 
in larger numbers. When those numbers are challenged, you certainly will see a change.    
You have been a respected and successful administrator and leader for most of your 
career.  In your view, what are the three most important characteristics of effective 
leadership? What makes leadership legitimate?  You have helped to lead an institution that 
serves mostly African-Americans, serves many people who have modest incomes and serves 
those who are subject to social marginalization.  What have you learned about leadership 
in this special circumstance? 
 
 Leadership begins and ends with integrity.  Integrity is the cornerstone for any effective 
leader.  Now, there are other characteristics such as character and dependability and so forth.  
But, the integrity piece is the foundational component of any leader.  People will literally commit 
themselves to you, and they will follow you when they believe in you.  But, they want to see 
what you are doing, and not just what you’re saying.  I would say that of the three pieces for me 
would be integrity…it includes doing the right thing.  When I really dig deep into integrity, it 
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means doing the right thing even when the circumstances that motivated you to do those things 
initially no longer exist, but you still do them because it is right and you care.  The other piece of 
that is how you treat people.  People want to be treated fairly. You don’t have to hide behind 
your title/position or shout it from the roof top, because the people know what you are doing.  
The other piece is to accept the fact that you will not always have all the answer. However, good 
leaders know how to surround themselves with people/experts who have the answers or know 
how to get them. Knowing how to enthusiastically marshal the composite resources of the team 
for the greater good of the organization is what good leaders do. I tell my cabinet that if I had my 
way, I would only use a round table for my conference room. Anointed and committed leaders 
can lead from any place in a room.  You don’t have to sit at the head of a table to lead. Finally, 
any leader who will not follow cannot lead effectively. You have to listen to others.  You have to 
solicit the opinions and thoughts of other experts who are part of the team.  After you hew 
through, analyze, evaluate, weigh and consider all of those things, then you arrive at the 
conclusions required to really make a difference.  
 Those three things have to be followed.  So many people get hung up on the leadership 
role that they forget that this is really about people.  As I said, any leader who will not follow 
cannot lead.  I see leaders who cannot put themselves in a followership position, and that’s a 
crucial mistake.  But, if its integrity that’s guiding all of this, then you’re on safe ground.  People 
will believe in you if they see you doing the right thing.  And if they believe that you really care, 
they will follow you without any question.  But, if they see you talking, and don’t see you doing, 
then they may not follow you any place.    
What are some things that you would say to encourage and inspire those who would wish 




 Start with the small things, and take advantage of those.  Houses are built piece-by-piece 
and brick-by-brick.  You can’t start out with everything.  Be faithful over the few things, and the 
larger things will come.  Do well as an associate or undergraduate student, and the graduate 
programs will come.  I tell students to get in the programs that will be productive for them 
academically.  I’m constantly telling the graduates, and I sometimes get in a little hot water with 
this, because I’m telling them that if you want to succeed in higher education you need a degree 
in an academic discipline.  Don’t go and get all of these organizational leadership, and higher 
education Administrative leadership graduate degrees, and then say I want to teach at the 
collegiate level.  You are limiting yourself. You need to get a degree in an academic discipline so 
that you can become a faculty member.  Academic degrees give you temperament and the DNA 
to understand the whole academy.  You are better able to navigate in that society, and to move 
forward, if you are someone who has been climbing the professorial ladder, you have a degree in 
a discipline, and you understand how we got to where we are.  I’m not against the administration 
or leadership degrees, but when you have to sit in full judgment on the institution, and you can 
do that best when you have been a faculty member or staff member.     
 I came from a small country town, but I wanted academic excellence and I tried to 
pursue it one step at a time.  I would encourage anyone to do that.  What I tell everybody I have 
mentored or had an influence on is to give others the same things I gave to them, at the same cost 
– that means it is free. Do it because you care. When you do that, when you help others because 
we care, we will have a much larger impact.  
